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Daughter
John Halgren
T^/)a& water
froze on the stairs and handrail.
The floor was glare ice. The doors were
gone and the cold wind was howling in.
The guys formed a human chain to move up the
stairs. My boots weren’t buckled completely
and my ankles were cold. My coat hung open.
I slapped my hat on and moved slowly up the
stairs. Slipping on the top stairs I skinned my
knee and landed hard on my shins. I pulled
myself up and tried to wipe some of the water
off my legs. The heat coming from the elevator
shaft was intense. I turned and jogged up the
first flight of stairs. The building’s fire
extinguishing system had long ago run out of
water, but it was still running through the
ceiling and down the stairs. The alarm only
worked on even floors, the lights on the odds.
The emergency lights didn’t work. I checked an
emergency cabinet for an axe, but apparently
someone stole it on their way out of the
building. I forgot mine on the truck.
The 23"** floor. I was tired as hell and my legs
and lungs were burning. This was as high as I
could go. I sat on the stairs and panted. I could
use my tanks now. The lights were flickering.
The smoke seemed to be thickening. My guess
was that the fire was two or three stories above
me. The lights were almost gone. I got up and
started to head for the stairs leading down. I
veered towards the elevator shaft. I wanted to
see what it looked like. 100+ stories. I poked
my head in and instantly got blasted with a
wave of heat. I couldn’t see through the smoke
on the floors above. The metal creaked and
groaned. The echoes ran up and down the shaft,
talking to me in eerie voices.
I screamed the standard “HELLO!!” and listened
to the echo. A rather high pitched echo
returned. My curiosity got me to scream again.
“HELLO!!!!!!”. I pitched my voice as low as I
could. “Up here!!” came back. I peered up to see
if I could make anything out. I reached for my
radio. I forgot that too. I leaned on the wall
and stared at the stairs. No tank, no axe, no
radio. I should go down and send someone else
up with a tank and extra mask. What if there is
more than just this one?
Starting down the stairs, I heard a large rumble
from the floors above and a series of large
crashes. Floors collapsing. I stopped and
thought a minute. I won’t be able to breathe.
This little girl, how could she survive? This is a
little girl. Someone’s daughter. I started up the
stairs again.
The 24* floor was dark but smokeless. The air
was fresh and cool. A large window was
broken. It did me some good, but it was just
feeding the fire above. I glanced out the
window and saw several ladder trucks parked
below. Their ladders were all down. The guys
were sliding around, talking to reporters.
Several helicopters were hovering above. Glass
fell from above and rained down on the men
below.
I had to pull the flap of my jacket over my
mouth on the 25*. Smoke was pouring in from
every heating duct. I started choking. My eyes
were watering and I was getting lightheaded. I
figured that venting this floor wouldn’t hurt, the
fire was already getting plenty of oxygen, and I
needed it more than it did now. I hurled a steel
pot with a plastic palm tree in it at a window. It
bounced off, I fell to my knees and tried to
catch my breath. I rose again and threw it once
more.
The smoke billowed out and instantly I felt cool
air hit my face. I sat down and rested.
Somebody’s daughter was upstairs. Who would
leave their daughter in a burning building? I
made it to the 26* floor and scanned for
anything out of the ordinary. All the desks were
overturned and dumped out. I pictured hundreds
of people clutching their files and accounts,
running hysterically into the streets. They
forgot their jackets, but they have their work.
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They probably have frostbite now. No jackets,
no place to go to work, and a pile of worthless
papers. I wondered if somebody forgot their
daughter and their jacket. I continued up.
The 38 floor was it. I collapsed as soon as I
reached the top of the stairs. The smoke was so
thick, I could barely see my hand in front of my
face. She was probably dead. This poor little
girl. Someone’s daughter. I smashed another
window. The blast from the wind knocked me
down. I sucked air and wiped my eyes. I
wondered if the fire had choked itself out. Now
it was only smoldering like hell.
The 42““* was my first look at the fire. Some of
the office furniture was flickering in the comer.
I was panting very hard. My chest hurt. Most of
the oxygen was gone up here. I couldn’t vent. If
I did, the place would go up. I saw her lying in
the comer. A small stuffed animal was clutched
in her right arm. Her left was outstretched and
hanging on to something white. I got down on
my knees and rolled her over. Someone’s
daughter. She was black with soot. She opened
her eyes and glared at me. She rolled them to
the object she was hanging onto. Behind this
knocked over file cabinet was the someone
whose daughter this was. I checked for a pulse
and looked into each one’s eyes. They were
gone. I picked up the girl. She fixed her eyes
onto mine. She knew, but she did not cry.
I ran down the stairs. My lungs burnt, but my
legs wouldn’t stop. I slid down the ice, bmising
my ass and elbows. Laying on my back, one of
the guys lifted the girl from my arms. Two
others pulled me to my feet. I limped to an
ambulance. Flash bulbs popped from reporters
who were waiting for something to write about.
I sucked on oxygen while listening to their
questions. One asked about the stuffed animal in
my boot. I reached down and pulled this small
dog from my unbuckled boot. She must have
dropped it.
“Is this the girl’s?” asked the frenzied group. “It
belongs to someone’s daughter.”
The Early Hour
Susan A Davin
Watching endless hours.
People surviving the deadly movement
As the earth swifts.
Hearing the screams and seems,
Echo through the rubble mementos.
Either crushed or burned.
Hoping those who are close.
Do not come out dead.
But to survive with courage,
and hope to rebuild the inevitable.
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